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INTRODUCTION
As institutions of higher learning in the United States
focus on improving retention rates, retention efforts geared
towards more specialized student learning communities pose
different and exciting challenges. To reach out to minority and
international students means expanding upon the librarian
outreach repertoire in ways that challenge librarians. These
challenges entail questioning how we are more used to
interacting with students, especially since trying to become
integrated into student learning communities involves a much
deeper level of rapport and trust than librarians are ordinarily
able to cultivate. To pursue this kind of integration into student
learning communities can and should lead to librarian
integration into the campus as a whole. While Millersville
librarians are far from being integrated into student learning
communities, the process of trying to “break” into these
communities has resulted in more varied and deeper
collaborations with various offices and professors around
campus. These efforts at integration have resulted in more
extended conversations with key stakeholders, like student
retention coordinators, administrators, and faculty members
who work with these student learning communities. This, in
turn, has earned Millersville librarians “seats at the table” where
important decisions are being made about how to best work
with these students. During the course of our efforts, efforts
which have been primarily grounded in trial-and-error and
secondarily grounded in research, the following four themes
have emerged: Timing, Endorsement, Local Context, and
Relationship-Building. For the purposes of analysis, these
themes have been separated; however, it is important to note
that they are interlinked in significant ways.

OUR LEARNING COMMUNITIES

International Students. Millersville Scholars are comprised of
students which the university website textually characterizes as
“disadvantaged students” and pictorially acknowledges as
largely comprised of students of color. For more than thirty
years, this population of students has taken part in a “summer
bridge program.” Now the program is very specifically geared
towards helping students develop the habits and behaviors that
will assist them in being successful at college. The ideal of
becoming a community is very much ingrained into the
Scholars’ program stated ideology and day-to-day practice. On
the other hand, Millersville’s international students number
slightly over one hundred students and are united through the
outreach of the Global Education Office. Through this office’s
coordination, the international students are unified as a
community that shares common concerns, information needs,
and events. Specifically, incoming international students bond
together during the orientation week before the beginning of a
semester, participating in campus events and going on trips
which are organized by the office. However, according to the
Global Education Office coordinator, international students fall
into two distinct groups: transient students, who are at
Millersville University for a short period of time, such as
semester or a year, and degree-seeking students.
While both communities are highly visible on campus,
working with these students is not a straightforward process.
To begin with, the very “tight knit” quality of their communities
makes it harder for library outsiders to approach students.
Furthermore, the administrative logistics of running these
communities also makes it notoriously hard to connect with
those in charge. Thus, upon realizing that email was not going
to be a winning strategy, our outreach team decided that we had
to get creative and that we had to grab every opportunity or
opening that came our way.

The presentation team worked with two learning
communities: the Millersville Scholars Program and
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TIMING
Being at the right place and at the right time worked
extremely well for us when the Millersville Scholars program
held one of its meetings at the library. The “breaking good”
team reported to the room being used and made their first faceto-face contact with the program director. Rather than
immediately trying to sell our services, we assisted with the
Scholars’ immediate needs having to do with room set-up and
furniture layout. Our willingness to be on-the-spot helpful
earned us some quick and plentiful good will, which in turn we
leveraged to propose how we might interact with the students
during another weekly check-in meeting at the library. At the
next weekly meeting, we seized the opportunity to informally
assess the Scholars’ needs by posing an “imagine if…”
scenario. Students were asked to describe a wish they would
like to be granted three days before their fall research papers
and projects were due. The majority of the Scholars expressed
their wishes in terms of receiving assistance with grammar,
editing papers and finding books and articles. In response to
their wishes, we organized a three-day event, “Treat Yourself
to Research & Writing” in collaboration with the university’s
writing center. Following peer mentors’ suggestions of offering
food and encouraging the students to sign up for a specific day
and time, we anticipated a great turnout. Only six students came
(see Appendix A for some feedback on this event).
In our attempt to create a customized initiative with a
better time frame, we launched an exclusive online chat event
during late hours on a Sunday for the spring of this academic
year. We discovered that most of the Scholars were taking an
English composition course and around the timing for the event
they would need research for argumentative papers. In order to
not single out the Scholars from the first-year student
population, we targeted the event to all students who were
taking the composition course. By reaching out to faculty
members, through an email written by the English department
chair and promoting the event during our library instruction
sessions, we handed out printed “golden” tickets to students
advertising an exclusive offer to chat with a librarian from 9
p.m. till midnight (See Appendix B). Only three students
chatted with us that night.
In the case of our outreach initiatives to international
students, one presenter has been serving on the advisory board
in order to look for opportunities to integrate the library into
already existing events, such as their orientation event. By
having international students create their own visual story about
the library as a welcoming place, we hoped to make the library
more of an integral part of their academic experience studying
abroad. However, we were also looking for opportunities to
build relationships with international students beyond the onetime orientation visit to the library. One such initiative
consisted of emailing each degree-seeking international student
to invite them to meet their subject librarian for a cup of coffee.
Each email was customized according to the student’s major
and courses they were currently taking. Nobody came.
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While the timing was on our side when it came to
initial contact with both international students and the Scholars
at the beginning of the fall semester, we made some important
mistakes when it came to timing some of our outreach. Rather
than directly checking in with the student populations about
when events should be scheduled to coincide with deadlines,
we estimated key busy points during the semester for three
initiatives: the “Treat Yourself to Research & Writing” event,
the exclusive online chat event, and the email invitation to meet
a subject librarian. The first two events were poorly attended,
in part because of their timing but also because the local context
of our students’ lives did not figure as strongly in the planning
as it will in our future efforts. Meeting students at their point
of need is a best practice of information literacy instruction; it
seems that it should also be so when it comes to co-curricular
outreach. Nonetheless, despite the relative lack of student
engagement, our efforts were supported by administrators and
professors, thereby earning us greater buy-in from important
stakeholders. In turn, these stakeholders will continue to
facilitate our becoming integrated into these student learning
communities.

ENDORSEMENT & LOCAL CONTEXT
In putting together a “Treat Yourself to Research &
Writing Event,” we had hoped to circumvent what we saw as a
significant obstacle in our academic interactions with the
Millersville Scholars.
Some professors working with
Millersville Scholars had assigned extensive research papers
but had not booked library instructional sessions. Thus, the idea
behind our co-curricular interventions was to convey the
research content students needed outside of the classroom.
Despite our attempts to circumvent this situation, the only
scholars who did show up to our research & writing event were
those who actually attended a library session with one of our
librarian colleagues. Endorsement of librarians by a professor
appeared to be pivotal in their seeking us out. Moreover,
reinforced endorsement by counselors who work with the
Millersville program also made a big difference. The further
we progressed in our outreach efforts, the more we realized that
our being endorsed by figures that the students already trusted
was essential, whether they be professors, mentors or peers in
their learning community.
Keeping in mind the grounded, day-to-day realities of
our students was also important. Based upon some feedback
that we received from a peer mentor working with the Scholars
program, we erroneously thought that we were dealing with a
much larger commuter student population than was actually the
case. Moreover, the exclusive online chat event may have
failed for a variety of reasons, not the least of which may be the
fact that many of our students come from nearby regions and
invariably go home on weekends. Such insights into our
incorrect interpretation of local context bring home the
importance of arguments prioritizing librarians’ use of Kairos
(Drabinski, 2014). While Drabinski’s article specifically
addresses looking beyond the ACRL Framework as a timeless
answer to teaching information literacy, her argument for
making use of Kairos as a heuristic that is devoted to “present-SANTAMARÍA AND PASHKOVA-BALKENHOL-

tense investigation and reflection” in order to get things “locally
right” (2014) certainly applies to our outreach efforts. To
achieve a better understanding of the local context of both
learning communities we have attended workshops on
diversity, read research on underrepresented student
populations, including research conducted locally at
Millersville, read about students’ perceptions of libraries and
more importantly, sought first-hand accounts of student
experiences from informal interviews with faculty, mentors,
and students.

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING
In a recent Inside Higher Ed article, Byron White calls
for adopting an asset-based framework for working with
minority, low-income, and first-generation students. Rather
than emphasizing student deficiencies and the likelihood of
failure, White makes a call for educators to apply assetmapping practices with students in order to determine the
strengths that students bring to the table. Inspired by his
approach, we are revamping our initiatives to build them around
students’ strengths and values they bring to the university
setting. In a few unconscious and unplanned ways, we have
already done this in some of our pedagogy. For example, in a
library instructional session that was supposed to be a “library
orientation,” we began the lesson by asking students to list their
wants, needs and aspirations and then mapped these onto library
sources. At the moment, we have also proposed an initiative
that would combine roving reference with orientation. It is our
hope that we can ask the summer Scholars to help us in these
efforts and to have them act as campus leaders to other
incoming first year students through their participation.
In addition, through our discussions with major
stakeholders, we secured a seat at the table when it came to
planning for the next Millersville Scholars’ summer program,
since it had become clear to us how pivotal it would be to
become integrated much earlier on in these students’ academic
lives. We are planning to participate in the summer institute for
incoming Millersville Scholars. During the summer, students
learn key academic skills as well as become versed in the type
of social capital and behavioral modifications that they will
need to make in order to succeed at college (Zanders et. al.,
2013). Perhaps even more important, during this time, students
bond with one another and with the program facilitators, in
ways that create a very tight-knit and, in some ways, “hyperbonded” community that is quite challenging to “break” into as
outsiders. We hope to build strong relationships from inside
with new Millersville Scholars. In the case of international
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students, we plan to continue working with the international
office staff to seize the opportunities to connect deeper with
international students.
Reflecting back upon our outreach to both Millersville
scholars and international students, we have shifted our
approach from “you need the library” to one of connecting and
learning more about both the talents and gifts that our students
bring to the university. By placing relationship-building at the
center of our efforts, we hope to approach the students in these
learning communities as evolving allies-in-the-making rather
than as strangers whose agendas have not been formulated to
address student needs.
Drawing from the power of
endorsement and from the richness of local context that can
only really be learned from institutional allies, we will be better
equipped to become integrated into student learning
communities, ideally, as these communities form in real time.
Or, at the very least, we will be better able to approach students
in ways that emphasize our commitment to them as people with
unique wants, needs, and aspirations.
__________________________________________________
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APPENDIX A
Feedback from the “Treat Yourself to Research & Writing” fall 2016 event
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